INTRODUCTION

1.   THE RISE OF A VERNACULAR LITERATURE IN BURMA

BURMA is a small country lying between the two great countries
of India and China, and at a first glance it may perhaps be
thought that Burmese civilization has little of originality or individu-
ality, and that it is only a minor branch of the Indian and Chinese
civilizations. That is not the case. The peninsula of Indo-China
shades into India and China along its borders, but Burma proper,
vvhere Burmese is spoken,1 lies away from these borders, and there-
fore preserves special characteristics of her own. Surrounded on
three sides by highlands and on the fourth by the sea, Burma has
always remained insular, more insular even than England. The
barriers, however, were not impassable, and there were routes from
India and China along which foreign influences came, but in such a
restricted way that Burma could absorb them without losing her
individuality. Even now, when with better sea communications
foreign influences come in more extensively, the power of absorption
possessed by Burma and the Burmese still leave them their individu-
ality, and they are still a nation with a civilization of their own.

According to early chronicles which most English scholars, except
Mr G. E. Harvey, have accepted as quite reliable, the kingdom of
Prome in Lower Burma was flourishing as a civilized State by about
the fifth century before Christ. A few centuries earlier the first
kingdom, named Tagaung, in Upper Burma, is said to have been
founded by a king who came overland from India. He found the
natives quite civilized and willing to be more so. That kingdom
was destroyed, but was revived and restored by another king from
India during the lifetime of the Buddha. It, too, was destroyed and
the kingdom of Prome was later founded by a prince of Tagaung.
Prome is generally believed to have dominated the regions around

1 Burma proper is the valley of the Irrawaddy. On the west of it are the
Chins and allied tribes, on the north Kachins, and on the east the Shans.
They were under the Burmese kings and are now under the Government of
Burma. Being backward races, except the Shans, they have no writing.